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The 2000 Democratic Agenda:
Access to Quality Education

Public education continues to improve in the United States. Since
the passage of the 1994 reauthorization of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act, fewer students are dropping out of
school, more students with disabilities are being educated in class-
rooms with other students, and student achievement in mathemat-
ics and science is on the rise.!

While public education is improving in the United States, we must
ensure that we have the best possible education system possible
and that success reaches all children in every public school. Sen-
ate Democrats believe we must continue our efforts to improve
public education for all children by:

* recruiting, training, and mentoring high-quality teachers
and principals;

» creating smaller classes and smaller learning communi-
ties in large schools;

» holding schools accountable for results;

* ensuring that children learn in modern, safe classrooms
and repairing schools in urgent need of renovation;

* expanding access to technology;

» ensuring universal access to high-quality pre-school
programs;

» expanding access to high-quality after-school programs;
and
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Recruit and Train High Quality Teachers and Principals

Quality teachers and principals count. The quality of teachers and princi-
pals is essential to student achievement. Research indicates that high-quality
teachers are the single most important determinant of how well students
learn.? States that have initiated intensive recruitment measures and im-
provements in teacher licensing and professional development in connection
with standard-based reform have shown large student achievement gains.?

Teachers need expertise in both subject matter content and teaching skills
and too many entering teachers have inadequate preparation in both of these
areas.*

* More than 12 percent of all newly hired “teachers” enter the
workforce without any training at all, and another 15 percent enter
without having fully met State standards.

* The percentage of secondary school teachers who hold a degree in
their main teaching assignment decreased from 1991 to 1994.

* More than 50,000 individuals who lack the training required for their
jobs have entered teaching annually on emergency or substandard
licenses.

Too often today, we put new teachers in classrooms with little help and ex-
pect them to be expert teachers. This sink-or-swim approach is unfair to new
teachers and unfair to students. Twenty-three percent of new teachers leave
the profession after only three years. In some urban schools, the attrition rate
is 50 percent during the first critical teaching years. However, when new
teachers are mentored or get similar kinds of support, their retention rate rises
to 93 percent.

Democrats work to assure high-quality teachers and principals for all.
Democrats are working to help local communities recruit and train high-
quality teachers. Democrats want to improve teachers’ subject matter
knowledge and teaching skills by providing support for mentoring programs
for new teachers, and by establishing new incentives to recruit highly quali-
fied teachers.
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Smaller classes—100,000 qualified teachers in early grades

Smaller classes work. Research has shown that class size has a significant
impact on the quality of education.® Students in small classes:

» outperform students in larger classes on both standardized and
curriculum-based tests. This achievement occurs for students in
inner city, urban, suburban and rural schools, and for students in
the poorest school districts;

» who are students of color had double the achievement effect of
other students when the size of class was initially decreased; and

» are more likely to graduate on time and less likely to drop out of
school.

A recent study found that ninety-four percent of parents who have children in
public schools think small class size is very or somewhat important in elemen-
tary school.® In smaller classes, students get the individualized attention they
need, and teachers are able to identify and work effectively with students who
have learning disabilities, reducing the need for special education in later
grades.

The total number of students in the school also affects the quality of educa-
tion. Research on school size has shown that students who attend smaller
schools have increased learning, lower dropout rates, and reduced behavioral
problems.” Moreover, students from low-income families who attend schools
with fewer students have significantly higher achievement scores than similar
students in larger schools.?

In response to this research, Congress passed the Class Size Reduction
Program as part of the 1999 appropriations bill to hire 100,000 new teachers
across the Nation. This program improves education by providing funds
directly to local school districts to hire new qualified teachers to reduce class
size to 18 students in grades one through three. More than 29,000 teachers
were hired with Class Size Reduction Program funds—benefitting approxi-
mately 1.7 million children in the 1999-2000 school year. A percentage of
these funds is also used for teachers’ professional development.
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Democrats continue work to decrease the size of classes. The Families
First agenda would extend class size reduction by finishing the job of hiring
100,000 new teachers, and ensure that every child in grades one through
three gets a solid foundation in the basics. Democrats are also working to
help local school districts create small learning communities in larger schools.

Accountability for Results

Schools must be held accountable for better results for children. Demo-
crats believe that learning must be accompanied by high standards and
achievement, and that schools must be accountable for improved student
achievement. Standards-based reform, put in place by the 1994 Elementary
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), has resulted in more rigorous and
challenging instruction in schools while giving States and school districts
flexibility to implement locally-developed reforms.

While States have made great progress in developing and implementing
State standards under ESEA, many States are still in the process of aligning
assessments, teacher preparation, and teacher professional development
with their rigorous standards. As this alignment occurs, we must ensure that
incentives and consequences exist that will lead to outcomes related to better
student achievement.

We must also ensure that accountability includes the lowest performing stu-
dents—Democrats expect growth in student performance for all students.
Research shows that Title | of the ESEA can narrow the gap between stu-
dents in low-income areas and other areas.® But this can only happen when
we make sure that a qualified teacher is in every Title | classroom, that par-
ents receive school report cards that give them the information they need to
hold schools accountable, and that all Federal programs focus on approaches
that work.

Democrats work to strengthen accountability measures. Democratic
Senators believe we must continue to build accountability measures into
Federal support for education to ensure that local school districts and States
set high standards. We must help every student achieve by ensuring that
programs focus on what works and building on proven reforms, such as
qualified teachers in every Title | classroom and public school report cards.
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Build and Repair Schools

A gap exists between supply and demand for classrooms in good condi-
tion. New and updated classrooms are necessary for quality learning. A
growing body of research has linked student achievement and behavior to the
physical conditions in the classroom and overcrowding in schools.

* A study of schools in New York City found that students in over-
crowded schools scored significantly lower on both mathematics
and reading exams than comparable students in less crowded
buildings. In addition, students and teachers in overcrowded
schools agreed, when asked, that overcrowding negatively affects
both classroom activities and instructional techniques.*°

» A study of District of Columbia students found that students in
school buildings that were in poor condition had achievement levels
11 percent below students in schools in excellent condition and
six percent below students whose schools were in fair condition.?

» Another study of high schools in rural Virginia examined the rela-
tionship between building conditions and student achievement. The
study found that student scores on achievement tests were up to
five percentage points lower in buildings with lower quality ratings,
after adjusting for socio-economic status.*?

Moreover, we need more schools and classrooms.

» Because of the “baby boom echo,” 2,400 new public schools are
needed by 2003 to alleviate overcrowding and make space for
record enrollments.*3

* Fully one-third of all public schools need extensive repair or re-
placement of a building feature (like roofs, plumbing and heating). *#

» Because of the increased use of technology in schools, many
schools must install extensive wiring and upgrade their electrical
systems.
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Democrats fight for safe and uncrowded schools. Democrats are working
to help States and school districts build or renovate 6,000 local public schools
and repair an additional 8,300 schools to improve learning conditions, end
overcrowding, and make smaller classes possible.

Access to Educational Technology

Technology supports good learning. Children with access to computers
who have teachers who are computer literate have higher rates of achieve-
ment.*® Technology creates new learning environments and provides access
to a vast array of information.'® Outside of schools, computer and Internet
literacy is important in our global, technological economy.

Access to education technology has increased since the 1994 reauthorization
of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. For example, in the fall of
1998, 89 percent of public schools were connected to the Internet.!” More
students have access to computers: The ratio of students per multimedia
computer decreased from 21 students per computer in 1996-97 to 14 stu-
dents per computer in 1997-98.'8 The e-rate, which provides Federal dis-
counts for telephone connections, access to the Internet, and the purchase of
computer hardware for schools and libraries, is connecting schools, especially
in rural areas, to incredible new learning opportunities.

However, the “Digital Divide” (the gap between individuals who have access
to technology and those who don't) is increasing in the United States.*® In
1998, only 39 percent of classrooms in schools in high-poverty areas were
connected to the Internet while 62 percent of classrooms in low-poverty areas
were connected.?® Schools need resources to integrate technology into the
curriculum and to help teachers modify their teaching practices to use educa-
tional technology effectively.

Democrats work to expand access to educational technology. Demo-
crats will fight for programs that provide schools with Internet access and
resources for teacher training to fully integrate new technology into classroom
teaching and learning. Democrats also are committed to continuing the e-rate
discount for schools and libraries.
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High-Quality Pre-School Programs

Quality life-long learning opportunities are necessary to continue our
economic growth. Life-long learning is one of the keys to success in our
global economy. In the U.S., more children are participating in early child-
hood programs like nursery school, kindergarten and Head Start. We also
have reduced the gap between children from low-income families and chil-
dren from high-income families who attend pre-school.

However, we must do better. Children who attend child care with high quality
classroom practices have better language and math skills and have fewer
behavioral problems.? At-risk children who attend a high-quality early child-
hood program have higher high school graduation rates and have higher
earnings in later years.

Democrats work to make high-quality pre-school programs available for
all. Democratic Senators are working to put America on the path to life-long
learning by providing universally available pre-school, more Head Start pro-
grams, and funds to improve child care quality.

High-Quality After-School Programs

After-school programs make sense. After-school programs help keep chil-
dren safe, improve academic performance, and provide enriching experiences
for our children.?> While more children are attending after-school programs,
long waiting lists exist everywhere. According to the General Accounting Of-
fice, the current supply of child care for children attending school will meet only
25 percent of the demand in some urban areas by 2002.

Democrats work to expand after-school programs. Democrats are work-
ing to expand enriching opportunities for children and to help prevent youth
violence by dramatically expanding safe and high-quality after-school oppor-
tunities for students.
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Making College Affordable

Attending college makes a difference. Attending college means higher
earnings, increases in cognitive ability, and access to better employment
opportunities.? While more and more individuals are getting college degrees,
many students do not attend college because they feel unprepared, lack
knowledge about its importance, or cannot afford tuition. Democrats believe
we must increase the Federal investment in programs that encourage disad-
vantaged children to attend and succeed in college and that make college
more affordable.

Democrats work to make higher education more affordable and acces-
sible. Senate Democrats are expanding opportunities for all students to
attend college by making tuition more affordable. Democrats are committed
to providing tax relief and increased funding for college grants, work-study,
and loans. Democrats also are working to make learning life-long, by increas-
ing the availability of training and skill-building opportunities.
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